Eastern Illinois University

The Keep
Masters Theses

Student Theses & Publications

1996

Edgar in Wonderland: Elements of Nonsense in
Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan Poe
Martha Taussig
Eastern Illinois University

This research is a product of the graduate program in English at Eastern Illinois University. Find out more
about the program.

Recommended Citation
Taussig, Martha, "Edgar in Wonderland: Elements of Nonsense in Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan Poe" (1996). Masters Theses. 1919.
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses/1919

This is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Theses & Publications at The Keep. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses
by an authorized administrator of The Keep. For more information, please contact tabruns@eiu.edu.

THESIS REPRODUCTION CERTIFICATE
TO:

Graduate Degree Candidates (who have written formal theses)

SUBJECT:

Permission to Reproduce Theses

The University Library is receiving a number of requests from other institutions
asking permission to reproduce dissertations for inclusion in their library
holdings. Although no copyright laws are involved, we feel that professional
courtesy demands that permission be obtained from the author before we allow
theses to be copied.
PLEASE SIGN ONE OF THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS:
Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University has my permission to lend my
thesis to a reputable college or university for the purpose of copying it for
inclusion in that institution's library or research holdings.

I

----,

~
d1; /?'!(,,
'
Date'

I respectfully request Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University not allow
my thesis to be reproduced because:

Author

Date

Edgar in Wonderland:
Elements of Nonsense in Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan Poe

by
Martha Taussig

THESIS
SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTER OF ARTS IN ENGLISH
IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL, EASTERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
CHARLESTON, ILLINOIS

1996
YEAR

I HEREBY RECOMMEND THIS THESIS BE ACCEPTED AS FULFILLING
THIS PART OF THE G
DEGREE CITED ABOVE

Abstract
The names of Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan Poe would seldom appear together as
literary "kindred spirits." While Carroll's imaginative tales have delighted generations of
children and continue to provide vivid bedtime story memories, Poe's tales produce
equally vivid nightmares. A comparison of the two writers' works, however, leads to the
startling realization that despite their apparent differences, Carroll and Poe used the same
tools and techniques to explore the same epistemological and existential questions. Like
artists dipping into the same colors and simultaneously painting the same psychic
landscape, they created eerily similar literary canvasses.
Carroll has long been recognized as a Nonsense writer. Nonsense as a literary
genre is a game in which the playing pieces are verbal signs and symbols--the elements of
language. In her book Nonsense: Aspects oflntertextuality in Folklore and Literature,
Susan Stewart has identified five operations of Nonsense: reversals and inversions
(inversion of categories, inversion of metaphor, discourse that denies itself, movement
between levels of discourse); setting boundaries of discourse (a marking off of a particular
time and space); play with infinity (repetition, quotation, nesting, circularity); simultaneity
(paradox, puns, portmanteau words, macaronic text, doubles); and arrangement and
rearrangement within a closed system (anagrams, secret languages, codes, games). Using
Carroll's two Alice books and "The Hunting of the Snark" as a basis for comparison, the
reader will find each of these five operations abundantly represented in Poe's fiction as
well.

A demonstration that Nonsense techniques are operative in Poe's works offers a
valid new dimension of critical appreciation for his art; ultimately, however, the stylistic
criteria--the "how" ofNonsense--are merely signposts to a more significant aspect of
Nonsense: the "why."
Nonsense offers an escape into an autonomous world free from common sense and
the restrictions of conventionality. When we "make sense" of our world and our life
experiences, we arrange those elements--by means oflanguage--into a meaningful
relationship with each other. "Nonsense," then, is a function of order and relation rather
than of meaning. Nonsense is not the absence of sense, but a subversion of conventional
linguistic, temporal, spatial, emotional, or ethical forms accepted as "sense."
Thus an understanding of the work of Nonsense helps to illuminate other aspects
of the writer's mind and personality. Both Carroll and Poe repeatedly disrupted
conventional patterns of order. The disruption oflinguistic patterns may represent the
intellectual appeal of the game of Nonsense. The disruption of other "common sense"
patterns--physical, psychological, social, moral--reflects the emotional appeal of
Nonsense. Ideas or experiences which are too dangerous or too painful to approach in
"common sense" form may be safely explored, analyzed, and, perhaps, defused, in
Nonsense form. Both writers' preoccupation with dreams, questions of identity and
origins, madness, death or annihilation, and the unnatural or grotesque leads to the
tantalizing suggestion that in Nonsense, these dramatically different men sought refuge
from the same psychic impulses.
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Edgar in Wonderland:
Elements of Nonsense in Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan Poe

Something's afoot in the timeless realm of Fiction. Alice seems to have missed the
rabbit-hole altogether and been caught in a literary warp. Where will she reappear?

**********************
Everybody knows, in a general way, that the finest place in the world is the Dutch
borough of Vondervotteimittiss. Despite the obscurity of its origin and the uncertainties
touching the derivation of the name, it stands as a bright spot in the singularly dreary tract
of country which surrounds it. It was near the end of a dull, dark, and soundless day in
the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, that a
White Rabbit with pink eyes ran hurriedly up the dusty path toward the borough. He
might have been heard to mutter, "Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be too late!" as he took a
watch out of his waistcoat-pocket, and looked at it, and then hurried on. Reaching a
large building in the center of town, the Rabbit was met at the door by a valet, who, with
stealthy step, ushered him into a lofty room filled with fantastic forms, and music, and
gaiety.
The invitations had specified that the cocktail party would begin at 8:00; now, as
the hands of the great ebony clock approached midnight, most of the guests were in the
advanced stages of revelry and conviviality. Their merriment was due in no small part to
the heavily laden refreshment tables situated in the front room. The enormous round table
in the center of the room was filled with wines, spirits, and liquors of every sort. A large
tray held smaller bottles labeled DRINK ME. Around the perimeter of the room were
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smaller tables bearing omelettes of every description, pungently seasoned meats, truffes,
and Welsh rabbit, as well as an assortment of small cakes, some clearly bearing the words
EAT ME. On one table, slightly apart from the others, was set a large bowl of mushroom
pieces.
The sumptuously furnished rooms in which the party was being held were seven in
number--each lavishly decorated according to a particular color scheme. The first room
was blue; the second, purple; the third, green; the fourth, orange; the fifth, white; the sixth,
violet; and the seventh, black. The darkness of this last room was only partially relieved
by the lurid glow oflight streaming through the room's single window--a tall and narrow
Gothic window of deep scarlet-tinted glass. It was in the farthest comer ofthis room that
the ebony clock stood, sonorously proclaiming the passage of each hour. From time to
time, the White Rabbit and the Hatter were observed stealing into the black room to check
their watches against the great clock; otherwise, few of the guests ventured there.
A Caterpillar had come as far as the violet room, where he sat quietly smoking a
hookah and studying his reflection in the ornate mirror on the eastern wall. For several
minutes he ignored the woman with melancholy eyes who stood in the doorway. Finally
he addressed her.
"Who are you?"
"1--1 hardly know, just at present--at least, I know who I was, but my name died
with me at my death."
"What do you mean by that?" said the Caterpillar, sternly. "Explain yourself1"
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"I can't explain myself, I'm afraid, because I'm not myself, you see. That identity
which is termed personal, Mr. Locke, I think, truly defines to consist in the
saneness of a rational being-- hence an intelligent essence having reason, or
conscious thought, as the basis for distinguishing personal identity. The notion of
that identity which at death is or is not lost forever, is very confusing."
"It isn't," said the Caterpillar.
"Well, perhaps you haven't found it so yet," said she, "but, after all, death is just a
kind of transformation, and someday you will have your own transformation--into a
chrysalis, and then after that into a butterfly. I should think you'll feel it a little
queer, won't you?"
"Not a bit," said the Caterpillar.
"Well, perhaps your feelings may be different," said the woman; "all I know is, it
feels very queer to me."
"You!" said the Caterpillar contemptuously. "Who are you?" And turning his
back, he began to smoke his hookah again.
Meanwhile, in the white room, Alice was standing uncertainly. She had followed
the White Rabbit into the house, but had since lost sight of him. A curious appearance in
the air now caught her attention. After watching it a minute or two, she made it out to be
a grin, and soon the Cheshire Cat appeared.
"Would you tell me, please," said Alice, "which way I ought to go from here?"
"Well, in that room," replied the Cat, waving his right paw toward the purple
room, "is the Hatter. He's asking riddles without answers; it doesn't matter, however,

4

because the man he's asking always answers, 'I'll never stop saying LIGEIA', and the
Raven only says 'Nevermore.' The Signora Psyche Zenobia and Cornelius Wyatt are in
there, too, discussing ontological questions with Baron Metzengerstein. And in that
room," here the Cat waved the other paw toward the orange room, "is a March Hare.
He's having tea with Monsieur Maillard, but there's a man in the corner who keeps
jumping out of his seat and shouting 'It is the beating of his hideous heart!'--so it's hard to
keep a conversation going with all the noise in there. However," the Cat added kindly,
"go in whatever room you like. They're all mad."
"But I don't want to go among mad people," Alice remarked.
"Oh, you can't help that," said the Cat. "We're all mad here. I'm mad. You're mad."
"How do you know I'm mad?" said Alice.
"You must be," said the Cat, "or you wouldn't have come here."
Alice didn't think that proved anything at all, but as she thought it would be impolite to
argue, she just said, "I think I'll look into the green room."

*****************************
Perhaps, as the Cheshire Cat asserts, one must be at least slightly mad to venture
into Wonderland, but how would the Cat explain the· apparent ease with which Lewis
Carroll's characters can be transported into the world of Edgar Allan Poe? Certainly
madness is a trait common enough in both worlds, but the worlds themselves bear little
superficial resemblance. While Carroll's imaginative tales have delighted generations of
children with vivid bedtime story memories, Poe's tales produce equally vivid nightmares.
Why, then, are Carroll's characters so comfortably at home in Poe's world?
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Lacking the Cheshire Cat's mystical knowledge and intuition, the reader must seek
an answer to that question through a study of the two authors' lives and works. This
thesis will attempt to discover the suspected nexus between Lewis Carroll and Edgar Allan
Poe and to demonstrate that that nexus is language: how the authors approach language,
and how they use language. I shall show that these writers shared a fascination with
verbal signs and symbols and that they used the same techniques to manipulate
conventional linguistic forms.
In a specialized way, language is the territory and the playground of the Nonsense
writer. By offering the acknowledged Nonsense of Carroll's works as a basis for
comparison, I shall further demonstrate that Poe's use of language corresponds to both the
rationale and the constructs of Nonsense. I shall argue that, just as Carroll is lauded as a
Nonsense writer, a Nonsense reading of Poe's works offers a valid new dimension to the
study of his fiction. Finally, I shall suggest that for each of these men, an "escape" into
Nonsense was a response to psychological and emotional impulses which could find
expression in no other way.

Dodgson and Poe: The Personal Connection
This investigation properly begins with the authors themselves. At first
glance--perhaps even at second glance--the two writers appear to have almost nothing in
common. They shared the same century, but Poe lived in America in the first half of the
nineteenth century, while Carroll lived in England during the second half of the century.
Even the briefest precis of their biographies reveals significant differences between them:
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The "real" Lewis Carroll, Charles Dodgson, was the third of eleven children. He received
a typical upbringing and education for a British boy of his class and time. His adult life
was characterized by career security, the leisure of time and money to pursue various
interests, and a fastidious insistence on order in his person and his habits. He died
peacefully at the age of sixty-six. By contrast, Poe was orphaned at an early age and
reared as an only child by foster parents who never legally adopted him. He always felt
that he had been cheated out of the privileges and education which were rightfully his. His
adult life was characterized by career disappointments, the loss of loved ones, and
personal instability. Plagued by frequent ill health and constant financial worries, he died
tragically at the age of forty.
In temperament, too, the men were very different. Dodgson was shy and retiring,
a bachelor who was never fully at ease with women; a celebrated author who sometimes
disavowed any connection to his pseudonym; an ambitious man who pursued his goals
systematically and successfully. Poe, on the other hand, was a colorful self-promoter who
especially enjoyed the admiring attentions of the ladies; a frustrated author who never felt
adequately appreciated; an ambitious man who pursued his goals impetuously and
passionately (and often unsuccessfully); a dreamer who was always reaching for a
star--and when one star fell to earth a burned out cinder, he merely reached for the next
one beyond it.
Both men were prolific writers, but again we find major differences. Dodgson
wrote academic pamphlets and dry mathematical treatises intended for students and
professional colleagues; the works for which he is remembered, the Alice books and
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miscellaneous verse, as well as hundreds of letters, were written for children. Poe also
wrote for his colleagues, but his colleagues were those of the literary world--publishers
and critics as well as the reading public. None of his criticism, short stories, or poems
were directed to children.
So far, so dull. Either of the above descriptions could fit many men reasonably
well. Both Carroll and Poe, however, had something more--something that did distinguish
them from ordinary men. And it is at this point that our investigation becomes "curiouser
and curiouser," as Alice might say; for it is in these distinctive features that we discover
fascinating similarities between Dodgson and Poe, the men, and between Carroll and Poe,
the writers.
First impressions are often based on physical appearance, so let us begin there.
While both Dodgson and Poe were considered handsome, both are said to have had
asymmetrical faces. It is true that no one's face is perfectly symmetrical, but in each of
these men the irregularity was noticeable enough to be remarked and recorded. "One of
[Carroll's] shoulders was higher than the other, his smile was slightly askew, and the level
of his blue eyes not quite the same" (Gardner 10). The well-known daguerreotype taken
of Poe on November 9, 1848, clearly shows "his lower lip somehow not centered with his
nose and slanted right, left eyebrow slanted left ... " (Silverman 376).
This detail is perhaps nothing more than an interesting coincidence, but it seems
plausible that a personal asymmetry of form may account in part for both writers' interest
in mirrors and mirror-images which will be discussed later in this paper. At the very least
we can surmise that each man was conscious of external appearance as a visible expression
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of the soul. Dodgson, a talented photographer, painstakingly composed his subjects to
achieve a variety of effects; at the same time, he was reluctant to be photographed
himself The more flamboyant Poe frequently posed for the camera, and his description of
Roderick Usher is generally considered to be a verbal self-portrait.
A second similarity is the fact that each man won a place in literary history on the
basis of his fiction, although each aspired to be remembered as a poet. Poe surely
identified with the narrator of "Three Sundays in a Week" when he caustically wrote:
For the fine arts, and especially for the belles lettres he [the narrator's
grand-uncle] entertained a profound contempt. With this he had been
inspired by Casimir Perier, whose pert little query "A quoi un poete est-il
bon?" he was in the habit of quoting, with a very droll pronunciation, as the
ne plus ultra of logical wit. Thus my own inkling for the Muses had
excited his entire displeasure. He assured me one day, when I asked him
for a new copy of Horace, that the translation of "Poeta nascitur non fit"
was "a nasty poet for nothing fit"--a remark which I took in high dudgeon.

(298)
Carroll must have been experiencing many of the same feelings when he wrote
"Poeta Fit, Non Nascitur," a poem which bears an uncanny tongue-in-cheek resemblance
to "The Philosophy of Composition" conflated with "How to Write a Blackwood's
Article" and "The Literary Life of Thingum Bob, Esq." Carroll's poem reads in part:
For first you write a sentence,
And then you chop it small;
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Then mix the bits, and sort them out
Just as they chance to fall:
The order of the phrases makes
No difference at all.

First fix upon the limit
To which it shall extend:
Then fill it up with 'Padding'
(Beg some of any friend):
Your great SENSATION-STANZA
You place towards the end. (790, 792)
Of course poetry wasn't the only thing that Dodgson was interested in. A third
facet of his life that must be mentioned is his well-known preoccupation with young
girls--his elaborate strategies for meeting them, his plans for entertaining them, his
voluminous correspondence with them, and, especially, his photographing of them.
Throughout his life he cultivated acquaintance with an astonishing number of child-friends;
but as each little girl reached adolescence, Dodgson firmly ended the friendship. He
appears to have avoided personal involvement with adult females outside his own family.
His preference for children and childhood is reflected in the fact that his best writing is
both for and about children.
Poe did not share Dodgson's love for children in general. There is no evidence that
he liked children or enjoyed their company. Children do not appear as characters in his
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stories, nor did he write for an audience of children. He did, however, marry his
thirteen-year-old cousin Virginia Clemm. During their marriage, he indulged in literary
flirtations with various poetesses. After Virginia's death, he drifted from one
semi-engagement to another. He had an enduring and stable relationship only with his
mother-in-law, whom he regarded as his own mother. Even his fictional heroines lack the
reality of physical presence. As Julian Symons has observed, such women as Morella,
Berenice, Ligeia, and Madeline Usher "have no existence as characters, but are no more
than beautiful or horrific shadows existing only in the mind of the narrator" (207). We
can perhaps speculate that, attractive as he was to women, Poe nevertheless shared
Dodgson's inability to form normal man-woman attachments.
Poe's writings are distinguished by the recurrence of certain themes and motifs
which have been the subject of countless critical analyses. These themes include a
fascination with dreams, questions of identity and origins, madness, death/non-existence,
the relation of wholes to parts, cruelty, and confinement. He was repeatedly drawn to the
unnatural, the grotesque, and the monstrous. He manipulated space and time. He liberally
sprinkled mirrors, falls or descents, machines and mechanisms, doubles, and references to
games throughout his works.
A recognition that the preceding paragraph would be equally true if the name
"Carroll" were substituted for "Poe" leads to the startling realization that these two men
inhabited eerily similar psychic landscapes. The existence of so many points of thematic
convergence surely merits closer study; at this point let us simply note it as a fourth
curiosity.
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Finally, a distinctive feature of both writers is their power over language--their
ability to use language not merely as a means of communication but as a basis for
meaning. Both men wrote not only with words, but also about words. Both writers were
interested in the written, textual aspect oflanguage as well as in spoken language. Poe's
characters and narrators are self-conscious and compulsive writers; Carroll gives the
power of speech to animate animals and flowers as well as to inanimate playing cards and
chess pieces. Either approach makes it possible for the author to watch "language process
itself' (Sewell, "Field" 268).

Language at Work: The Gift
To elaborate on the preceding points and to extend our investigation, let us first
consider in what sense Carroll and Poe wrote about language, and what thematic
implications are thereby suggested.
The Alice books could aptly be subtitled: Language at Work and at Play. Though
Carroll briefly acknowledges the limitations of language (the Dodo explains that the best
way to explain a Caucus-race is to do it [WL 33]), he nevertheless delights in the scope of
language in any form. Alice's affirmation of writing: "There ought to be a book written
about me ... "(40) precedes the actualization of writing by the jurors (104-105) and the
King of Hearts (113) in Wonderland and by Alice herself (196) and the Red King (139,
210) in Looking-Glass. The extant written text appears occasionally--the first book opens
with Alice's sister reading a book; the bottles and cakes are labeled "Drink Me" and "Eat
Me"; Alice refers to her previous reading of stories about children, courts of justice,
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nursery rhymes, and fairy tales; the Fish-Footman delivers a letter from the Queen to the
Duchess; a set of verses is given in evidence during the trial scene. In Looking-Glass,
Alice finds the poem "Jabberwocky" in a book. The White Queen boasts that she can
"read words of one letter!" (233). Since the only significant word of one letter is the word
"I", the Queen's claim implicates the act of reading in questions of identity and
self-knowledge. What does it mean to read the word "I"?
The authority of the written text is both affirmed and denied. The mere existence
of a text may determine the course of events, as in the fighting between the Tweedle
brothers and between the Lion and the Unicom. Humpty Dumpty, however, claims
authority over the interpretation of a text: "I can explain all the poems that ever were
invented--and a good many that haven't been invented just yet" (LG 197). He is saying
not only that the meaning of the words is separate from, and identifiable apart from, the
text; he also indicates that thought is prior to language. But for all his bold words, he
cannot escape the fall dictated for him by his own prior text.
Again, Carroll suggests that meaning inheres in the written text but is susceptible
to individual interpretation: " 'If there's no meaning in it,' said the King, 'that saves a world
of trouble, you know, as we needn't try to find any. And yet I don't know,' he went on,
spreading out the verses on his knee, and looking at them with one eye; 'I seem to see
some meaning in them, after all'" (WL 116).
Language has a spoken aspect as well as a written one, and Carroll extends his
play with language into the relationship between these two aspects. The written word is
appraised at a higher value than the spoken word, as is visually demonstrated in the
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chirographic representation of the Mouse's tale/tail (WL 35). The Red Queen advises
Alice: "Always speak the truth--think before you speak--and write it down afterwards"
(LG 231). Alice says to the Duchess, "I think I should understand that better ... if I had
it written down: but I ca'n't quite follow it as you say it" (WL 89). Humpty Dumpty is
offended when he thinks Alice has heard his nursery rhyme, but is placated by learning that
she read it in a book (LG 193). Later, he insists on seeing an arithmetic problem written
out on paper (196).
In Wonderland, Carroll parodies a number of "respectable" verses which would
have been familiar to his child readers. In a restricted sense, Alice's failure to correctly
reproduce in speech the texts she is asked to recite is a subversion of the authority of the
text; but in a broader sense, Alice's failure is due to inability rather than conscious choice
on her part, and is represented as an indictment which calls into question her identity, her
knowledge, and her truthfulness.
How powerful then ~ the spoken word? The Duchess' reiteration of the word
"Pig" results in her baby's turning into a pig (WL 60, 64); on the other hand, the Pigeon's
calling Alice a serpent does not make her one (55). And the Cheshire Cat implies that
changing the name by which something is identified has no effect on the thing itself:
"Now I growl when I'm pleased ... "

"I call it purring, not growling," said Alice.
"Call it what you like," said the Cat. (WL 66)
Alice suggests that the question "Do cats eat bats" is interchangeable with the
question "Do bats eat cats?" on the grounds that she could answer neither question. Is
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meaning then a function of prior knowledge? The Duchess also follows the principle of
interchangeability:
"... the moral of that is--'Oh, 'tis love, 'tis love, that makes the world go round!'"
"Somebody said," Alice whispered, "that it's done by everybody minding their own
business!"
"Ah well! It means much the same thing," said the Duchess .... (WL 88)
This principle is strongly refuted, however, by the Hatter and the March Hare:
"I believe I can guess that," she [Alice] added aloud.
"Do you mean that you think you can find out the answer to it?"
said the March Hare.
"Exactly so," said Alice.
"Then you should say what you mean," the March Hare went on.
"I do," Alice hastily replied; "at least--at least I mean what I
say--that's the same thing, you know."
"Not the same thing a bit!" said the Hatter. "Why, you might just
as well say that 'I see what I eat' is the same thing as 'I eat what I see'!"
"You might just as well say," added the March Hare, "that 'I like
what I get' is the same thing as 'I get what I like'!" (WL 69)
The two phrases, "I mean what I say" and "I say what I mean," signify distinctly
different ideas, and yet each assumes the mutual interdependence of meaning and
speaking.
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If, on the other hand, one speaks words in the way that Alice speaks of Latitude
and Longitude ("Alice had not the slightest idea what Latitude was, or Longitude either,
but she thought they were nice grand words to say" [WL 17]), the meaning of the word
must exist apart from the saying of it. Or does the word in that case become meaningless?
Alice recognizes the possibility of speech without meaning:
"What a funny watch!" she remarked. "It tells the day of the
month, and doesn't tell what o'clock it is!"
"Why should it?" muttered the Hatter. "Does your watch tell you
what year it is?"
"Of course not," Alice replied very readily: "but that's because it
stays the same year for such a long time together."
"Which is just the case with mine," said the Hatter.
Alice felt dreadfully puzzled. The Hatter's remark seemed to her to
have no sort of meaning in it, and yet it was certainly English. (70)
Is there a corresponding possibility of meaning without speech? The Mouse and
the Fawn respond to purely verbal stimuli (WL 29, LG 164). In these instances the
power of the word, the meaning, is activated by the speaking process. Does the
verbalization create the meaning or simply release it?
Carroll himself does not offer definitive answers to these language problems; he is
content to suggest and play with the questions. His position of linguistic voluntarism is
articulated by Humpty Dumpty:
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"When I use a word", Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful
tone, "it means just what I choose it to mean--neither more nor less."
"The question is", said Alice, "whether you can make words mean
so many different things."
"The question is", said Humpty Dumpty, "which is to be
master--that's all." (LG 196)
Commenting on this dialogue, Peter Heath has noted:
This famous passage has immortalized Humpty Dumpty among
philosophers of language as the leading exponent of what might be called
"subjective nominalism," a theory in which two familiar views about
language are somewhat extravagantly amalgamated. Ever since the issue
... was first fully joined in Plato's Cratylus, dissension has continued
between those who believe that the meanings of words are rooted in the
nature of things, and those who see them as a product of human choice and
convention. Humpty Dumpty ... believes it is words, and not things, that
possess meaning. But he also claims that words mean just what he chooses
them to mean. He is the master, they the servants; the conventions that
govern his employment of them are arbitrarily laid down by himself, and he
sees no reason for informing anyone beforehand what his stipulations are to
be. His language is not private in the sense of referring only to private
objects or in disdaining the use of the ordinary vocabulary, but it is so in
making word-meaning dependent on private acts of choice. (192)

I

L
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Finally, the passengers in the Looking-Glass railway carriage remind us that
"Language is worth a thousand pounds a word!" (155). A recognition of the value thus
attached to language adds tremendous import to the generosity of the Duchess: "I make
you a present of everything I've said as yet." (WL 89) Her words are to Alice, but all of
Carroll's readers are beneficiaries of this gift.
Just as Humpty Dumpty is a language spokesman for Carroll, C. August Dupin is a
character through whom Poe reveals much of his own attitude toward language. Dupin,
the "star" of three stories, is the only protagonist with multiple appearances in Poe's tales.
Perhaps it is the added exposure which allows Poe to develop his character more fully, or
perhaps Poe is simply more interested in Dupin (as we shall see later, Dupin is, in many
respects, a "double" for Poe). The result is a carefully drawn portrait of a highly complex
mind--a mind dominated, moreover, by language.
Our first introduction to Dupin, in "Murders in the Rue Morgue," tells us that
"Books, indeed, were his sole luxuries" (248) and that the narrator's acquaintance with
him was the result of a meeting in "an obscure library." As their friendship developed,
they began sharing living quarters:
At the first dawn of the morning we closed all the massy shutters of our old
building; lighted a couple of tapers which, strongly perfumed, threw out
only the ghastliest and feeblest of rays. By the aid of these we then busied
our souls in dreams--reading, writing, or conversing, until warned by the
clock of the advent of the true Darkness. (248)
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The "atmosphere" is pure Poe, but what are Dupin and his friend doing in this
atmosphere? They are reading, writing, and conversing--all language-centered activities.
The narrator proceeds to detail Dupin's involvement with the written word.
Newspaper articles provide the raw material for his deductions in the murder cases of both
the Rue Morgue and Marie Roget. Indeed, the author's footnote to the latter story
emphasizes that the account "was composed at a distance from the scene of the atrocity,
and, with no other means of investigation than the newspapers afforded" (311 fn 1).
These various newspaper accounts are cited at length and then manipulated by Dupin's
critical and analytical faculties, resulting in the solution of the mysteries.
In the third and last Dupin story, Poe goes a step farther and allows the text itself,
the purloined letter (with its accompanying echoes of plagiarism), to take center stage.
Dupin is no longer just a reader, a receiver and manipulator of others' texts. He is now
introduced to us as a writer of his own texts. The Minister D-- is a poet, and Du pin
admits to being "guilty of a certain doggerel myself' (468). The plot itself is a clever and
convoluted dramatization of Humpty Dumpty's problem: which is to be master--the
(purloined) letter or Dupin? The Minister D-- masters the original letter by turning it
inside out--by making it a double of itself Dupin masters the "double" by substituting a
double, a facsimile, of the doubled, "hidden" letter. In a decisive stroke of final mastery,
he puts his own inscription on the now-defeated letter: "Why-- it did not seem altogether
right to leave the interior blank. ... so .... I just copied into the middle of the blank sheet
the words ... " (4 77). In a final ironic twist, Du pin's inscription is purloined from
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Crebillon's "Atree." The circularity of this movement from purloined letter to purloined
quotation is an important pattern we shall see again.
Poe's interest in language extends far beyond the detective stories--indeed, it
permeates the entire body of his work. Consider the following necessarily brief
summation: in sixty-seven stories, forty-nine include specific reference to a text or texts.
In thirteen of these, the reading process is emphasized. "The Oval Portrait," for example,

is a re-telling of what the narrator reads. Six of the stories, including Poe's longest work,
are presented as journals ("MS Found in a Bottle," "Hans Pfaall," "The Balloon-Hoax,"
"Julius Rodman," "Mellonta Tauta," and "Pym"). Three stories ("The Conversation of
Eiros and Charmion," "The Colloquy of Monos and Una," and "The Power of Words")
consist solely of dialogue, while "Mesmeric Revelation" is primarily dialogue. "Loss of
Breath" and "The Facts in the Case ofM. Valdemar" have as their subject the act of
speaking; in four stories ("Blackwood's," "Predicament," "The Literary Life of Thingum
Bob, Esq.," "X-ing a Paragrab"), the subject is the act of writing.
Poe incorporates text into every element of his fiction. He uses it to establish
setting (consider the frequent occurrence of a library scene), to serve as a characterization
device ("Bon-Bon" "The Assignation" "Morella" "Berenice" "Ligeia" "Usher") or to
'
'
'
'
'
'
advance the plot ("The Gold-Bug," "Mystification"). He portrays life itself as a text: "It
was a fearful page in the record of my existence, written all over with dim, and hideous,
and unintelligible recollections. I strived to decypher them, but in vain ... " ("Berenice"
13).
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In many stories the act of writing sets other events in motion. Roderick Usher's
letter causes the narrator to set out on his long and dangerous journey. Other narrators
who act in response to a written text include those of "The Gold-Bug," "Words with a
Mummy," "Valdemar," and "Pym". Letters or notes also play a significant role in the
stories "The Spectacles," "Thou Art the Man," and "Mystification."
All three aspects oflanguage--reading, writing, and speech--are given dramatic
creative powers as well. The narrator of "The Premature Burial" admits that his fears
have been created by what he has read (441 ). The narrator of "Ligeia" discovers that the
act of writing makes him remember things he had forgotten (115). In "Usher," the
narrator's reading aloud of "The Mad Trist" actually summons Madeline from her tomb.
And, in an eerie parallel of the indistinct boundary between life and death, Templeton's
writing re-creates the death of Oldeb through his double, Bedloe ("Tale of the Ragged
Mountains"). "The Power of Words" affirms the "physical power of words(.) Is not
every word an impulse on the air?" (516)
Speech, of course, is accomplished through voice, and voice is that which crosses
the boundary between inside and outside. It is not surprising then to find that Poe was
particularly interested in matters of voice. In "Loss of Breath" he identifies "an authentic
self with an originating breath-inspired voice" (Williams 50). The absence of speech, or
the loss of identity, is a displacement of voice much like the displacement of voice in the
act of writing. In other instances, the loss of voice is represented as death: "I heard her
voice no more" ("Morella" 16); "Towards the end of the blood-chilling recital, the words
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of the guilty wretch faltered and grew hollow. When the record was finally exhausted, he
arose, staggered backwards from the table, and fell--dead" ("Thou Art the Man" 464).
Voice for Poe presumes language. Dupin's solution of the mystery of the murders
in the Rue Morgue was possible because he recognized the difference between vocalized
sounds such as the orangutan made, and the syllabication of human language (258). Poe
acknowledges, however, that words and phrases may be empty of meaning ("Assignation"
57; "Metzengerstein" 93, 97; "Never Bet the Devil Your Head" 291; "Premature
Burial" 436). Where then does meaning reside in Poe's scheme?
Poe explores but does not answer the question in "Mystification." Hermann (Mr.
Mann/Everyman) is "defeated because of his reading incompetence. What is at stake in
the conflict is the opposition between two views of language--one that recognizes that it
operates by convention and is fundamentally arbitrary; another that believes in the perfect
congruence between word and world and believes that language is natural" (Williams
71). We are reminded of Humpty Dumpty's assertions and Alice's questions, and are left
with a familiar sense that the final answer has not yet been given.
Poe experiments with still other questions of language in "M. Valdemar":
There was no longer the faintest sign of vitality in M. Valdemar; and
concluding him to be dead, we were consigning him to the charge of the
nurses, when a strong vibratory motion was observable in the tongue. This
continued for perhaps a minute. At the expiration of this period, there
issued from the distended and motionless jaws a voice--such as it would be
madness in me to attempt describing. (525)
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By creating Valdemar's speaking tongue Poe introduces language as an index of existence;
language is implicated as well in the relationship between mind and body.
It is through his narrators, however, that Poe gives the most forceful expression to
the power oflanguage. Michael J. S. Williams has observed that:
Poe's tales, regardless of their ostensible character, consistently explore the
conditions of their own meaning and the displacements implicated in any
act of signification .... one major source of anxiety is the attenuation of an
(originating) authorial voice once its text has been launched in time to
undergo subsequent interpretation and reinterpretation. (xv)
Poe's ubiquitous first-person narrators (I/eye) literally write or speak themselves
into and out of existence. The narrator of "Imp of the Perverse" condemns himself by
speaking. In "MS Found in a Bottle" and "Shadow," Poe adds an unsettling "alive"
quality to the text by specifying the death of the narrator. In "William Wilson" the
emphasis is "doubled" by the presence of the narrator's double, who, we are told, imitates
him in words and voice (217); but ultimately, only the written self survives the story.
Behind the various voices of the narrators, of course, stands the author. Poe very
pointedly calls our attention to M. Ernest Valdemar, who wrote under the pen name of
"Issachar Marx." A pen name draws attention to the authorial function rather than to any
particular author. Issachar means "bearer of gifts." Issachar bears his gifts by means of
the "Marx" on the page. As readers, then, we are the fortunate recipients of both the
Duchess' "present" of all she's said (WL 89), and the gift oflanguage brought by Issachar
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Marx's written word. What a rich legacy oflanguage Carroll and Poe have deliberately,
self-consciously left us!

Language at Play: The Operations of Nonsense
The fullest appreciation of this gift, however, comes through an understanding of
how Carroll and Poe manipulate language. Consider the following descriptions:
"... not a universe of things but of words and ways of using them .... (an)
attempt to render language a closed and consistent system on its own" (Sewell, "Field"
268, 271).
". . . language lifted out of context, language turning on itself, language as infinite
regression, language made hermetic, opaque in an envelope oflanguage ... "(Stewart 3).
" ... in a unique and special way, a world of words come to life, a world whose
insistently self-defined reality is almost completely linguistic. . . . At times language itself
seems to become animated, to assume an independent reality" (Ede 51-52).
These statements might easily be applied to the writings of either Carroll or Poe; in
fact, the authors cited above were describing Nonsense literature. The very aptness of the
descriptions, however, warrants our further investigation into the literary genre of
Nonsense. Elizabeth Sewell reminds us that "one need not discuss the so-called unreality
or reality of the Nonsense world. The scope of inquiry is limited to what goes on inside a
mind" ("Field" 268). And Wim Tigges writes that "it is the language that creates a
nonsensical reality, rather than ... a nonsensical reality being verbally represented .... If
the language material of a nonsense text were not to suggest that a reality, however
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absurd or fantastical, is presented or described, it would not rise above the level of empty
wordplay ... " (Anatomy 55).
It is important at this point to differentiate between Nonsense and "empty

wordplay." If an author plays with language simply because such play is fun and clever, he
has not written Nonsense. Nonsense is directed and purposive. It creates its own
world--a limited, self-referential world--as an alternative place to explore issues which
might otherwise be too difficult to access or too painful to approach. Sewell points out:
The aim [ofNonsense] is to construct with words a logical universe of
discourse meticulously selected and controlled; within this playground the
mind can then manipulate its material . . . . The process is directed always
toward analysing and separating the material into a collection of discrete
counters, with which the detached intellect can make, observe and enjoy a
series of abstract, detailed, artificial patterns of words and images ...
which have their own significance in themselves. ("Lewis Carroll" 66)
Within this universe of discourse, Nonsense invites critical evaluation free from the
restrictions of accepted "common sense" forms and relationships. Before we can clearly
define the outcomes of Nonsense, however, we should examine more closely the means
and methods by which Nonsense achieves its ends.
What are the distinguishing characteristics ofliterary Nonsense? In her book
Nonsense: Aspects oflntertextuality in Folklore and Literature, Susan Stewart identifies
five operations of Nonsense: reversals and inversions, play with boundaries of discourse,
play with infinity, simultaneity, and arrangement and rearrangement within a closed
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system. These categories provide a useful framework for our study. Let us examine each
of these five operations with specific reference to Carroll and Poe.

Reversals and Inversions
The first operation identified by Stewart is that of reversals and inversions. The
concept implies an accepted organization within given parameters. Nonsense turns that
organization backwards and upside down. Reversals and inversions may be on the level of
words themselves, such as simple palindromes, or may involve inversion of categories,
inversion of metaphor, discourse that denies itself, splitting of discourse, or movement
between metaphorical and literal levels of discourse.
Carroll reversed the writing process itself in his approach to "The Hunting of the
Snark," composing the last line first and creating the rest of the poem later (Lennon 357).
More specifically, we find within the texts of Wonderland and Looking-Glass evidence of
reversals. For example, verbal tangles caused by the reversal of such phrases as "I say
what I mean" and "I mean what I say" confuse Alice at every tum. Hyphenation rules are
applied backwards in the case of the Mock Turtle, for, as Heath has observed, "mock
turtle soup is an imitation of turtle soup, not a soup made from an imitation turtle" (WL
90). Alice is subject to unexpected size reversals as she becomes larger or smaller.
Inversion of classes results in her being mistaken for the White Rabbit's housemaid (38).
Other inversions of categories include the baby which becomes a pig (64 ), and the
confusion of object and attribute (the Cheshire cat's grin [WL 67] and the dog's temper
[LG 232]), both of which are allowed to exist quite apart from the things to which they
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belong. There is an even more complete inversion of animate and inanimate categories in
the croquet game: "Alice thought she had never seen such a curious croquet ground in her
life: it was all ridges and furrows: the croquet balls were live hedgehogs, and the mallets
live flamingoes, and the soldiers had to double themselves up and stand on their hands and
feet, to make the arches" (WL 81 ). The actual players are themselves game pieces--a deck
of cards. Finally, in the trial scene, the Queen of Hearts demands "Sentence first--verdict
afterwards" ( 11 7)--an inversion of the accepted order in the legal process.
In the Looking-Glass world, Humpty Dumpty inverts commonly accepted word

usage:
"My name is Alice, but--"
"It's a stupid name enough!" Humpty Dumpty interrupted
impatiently. "What does it mean?"
"Must a name mean something?" Alice asked doubtfully.
"Of course it must," Humpty Dumpty said with a short laugh: "my
name means the shape I am--and a good handsome shape it is, too. With a
name like yours, you might be any shape, almost." (192)
Martin Gardner has noted:
In real life proper names seldom have a meaning other than the fact that

they denote an individual object, whereas other words have
general, universal meanings. In Humpty Dumpty's realm, the reverse is
true. Ordinary words mean whatever Humpty wants them to mean,
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whereas proper names like "Alice" and "Humpty Dumpty" are supposed to
have general significance. (263 Note 2)
A second feature of this Nonsense operation is the splitting of discourse. Stewart
notes that in Wonderland, "Conversations are continually halted by puns, by a splitting of
the discourse into two simultaneous and disparate paths, each followed by a respective
member of the conversation" (161). Carroll tells us that the Snark "always looks grave at
a pun" ("Fit the Second" 685). His other characters, however, seem to delight in them.
Alice, for example, has the following conversation with a Wonderland mouse:
"Mine is a long and sad tale!" said the Mouse, turning to Alice, and sighing.
"It!§ a long tail, certainly," said Alice, ... "but why do you call it sad?" (34)

Later, Alice learns from the Mock Turtle and the Gryphon about their schooling:
"And how many hours a day did you do lessons?" said Alice, in a
hurry to change the subject.
"Ten hours the first day," said the Mock Turtle: "nine the next, and
so on."
"What a curious plan!" exclaimed Alice.
"That's the reason they're called lessons," the Gryphon remarked:
"because they lessen from day to day." (95)
The curriculum at this curious school included Reeling and Writhing, Arithmetic-Ambition, Distraction, Uglification, and Derision-- Mystery, ancient and modern, with
Seography, as well as Drawling, Stretching, and Fainting in Coils. The Classical master
taught Laughing and Grief (94-95).
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A third feature of the operation of reversals is discourse which denies itself This
is demonstrated most clearly in Alice's attempts to recite verses which she had learned
"above ground," but which come out topsy turvy in Wonderland. For example, Isaac
Watts' "Tis the voice of the sluggard" becomes "Tis the voice of the Lobster"; and Watts'
"Against Idleness and Mischief' is recast as "How doth the little crocodile" (Carpenter
63).
Other passages indicate movement between levels of discourse:
"Really, now you ask me," said Alice, very much confused, "I don't think--"
"Then you shouldn't talk," said the Hatter (WL 76).
A similar confusion makes meaningful communication impossible in the
Looking-Glass world:
"Where's the servant whose business it is to answer the door?" she
began angrily.
"Which door?" said the Frog.
Alice almost stamped with irritation at the slow drawl in which he
spoke. "This door, of course!"
The Frog looked at the door with his large dull eyes for a minute:
then he went nearer and rubbed it with his thumb, as if he were trying
whether the paint would come off: then he looked at Alice.
"To answer the door?" he said. "What's it been asking of?" He was
so hoarse that Alice could scarcely hear him.
"I don't know what you mean," she said.
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"I speaks English, doesn't I?" the Frog went on. "Or are you deaf?
What did it ask you?"
"Nothing! " Alice said impatiently. "I've been knocking at it!"
"Shouldn't do that--shouldn't do that--" the Frog muttered. "Wexes
it, you know." (238)
Beyond these single examples, of course, the entire Looking-Glass experience is an
extended mirror reversal, where everything "go(es) the other way" (133); where Alice
must walk in the opposite direction to get where she wants to go (148); where dry biscuits
are supposed to quench thirst (152); where it is necessary to pass around the cake and
then cut it (213); and where "one's memory works both ways" (181). Even cause and
effect relationships are reversed: the White Queen's finger bleeds before she pricks it
(183).
The action of the story follows the moves of a chess game. This pattern furthers
the mirror image motif, since many chess pieces are pairs, and the set-up of one player's
pieces is the mirror reflection of his opponent's. In addition, chess requires the players to
"remember forwards" to anticipate possible moves which may follow any given move.
A final reversal worthy of our notice does not appear in the original Alice books.
The Hatter's famous riddle: "Why is a raven like a writing-desk?" (WL 68), originally had
no answer; but in his Preface to the 1896 edition of Wonderland, Carroll offered this
solution: "Because it can produce a few notes, though they are y_ro flat; and it is never
put with the wrong end in front!" (Gardner 95 fn 3) Given Carroll's own homophonic
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license, we can allow the revision of "never" to "nevar." Putting "the wrong end in front"
gives us, of course, "raven" --and the Raven leads inescapably to Edgar Allan Poe.
Like Carroll, Poe was conscious of his own reversals of the writing process. In
"The Philosophy of Composition," he tells how he composed the last line of "The Raven"
first. He also considered "Murders in the Rue Morgue" to have been "written
backwards": "Where is the ingenuity of unravelling a web which you yourself .. have
woven for the express purpose of unravelling?" (qtd. in Silverman 172)
In Poe's writings we find reversals and inversions in abundance: the simple letter
reversal of Oldeb/Bedloe ("Ragged Mountains" 401 ); the reversal of attentive and
speculative faculties which characterized the monomania of the narrator of "Berenice" (9);
the letter which is "turned, as a glove, inside out" ("Purloined Letter" 476); and the
"breath" which masquerades as an object to be lost and retrieved ("Loss of Breath").
Jupiter reverses left and right when he searches for the left eye of the skull ("Gold Bug"
368); a similar reversal ofleft and right has serious consequences for Toby Dammit:
[His vices] grew out of a personal defect in his mother. She did her best in
the way of flogging him while an infant. .. but, poor woman! she had the
misfortune to be left-handed, and a child flogged left-handedly had better
be left unflogged. The world revolves from right to left. It will not do to
whip a baby from left to right. If each blow in the proper direction drives
an evil propensity out, it follows that every thump in an opposite one
knocks its quota of wickedness in. ("Never Bet the Devil Your Head" 291)
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The text itself is subject to reversal in "Angel of the Odd": "I attacked with great
resolution the editorial matter, and, reading it from beginning to end without
understanding a syllable, conceived the possibility of its being Chinese, and so re-read it
from the end to the beginning, but with no more satisfactory result" (449).
Textual reversal and inversion also appears in Mr. Blackwood's advice about the
tone transcendental: "Eschew, in this, big words; get them as small as possible, and write
them upside down" ("Blackwood" 129). Such a straightforward warning should put the
reader on his guard, for, as Stewart points out, when discourse inverts itself "the
interpretive assumptions of the reader are inverted as well .... The reader is put into
jeopardy" (80).
Thingum Bob's system for playing Thomas Hawk could have served as a pattern
for both Alice's recitations and the White Knight, who says, "In fact, the more
head-downwards I am, the more I keep inventing new things" (LG 223):
My practice was this. I brought auction copies .... These works I cut up
thoroughly with a curry-comb, and then, throwing the shreds into a sieve,
sifted out carefully all that might be thought decent. . . : reserving the hard
phrases, which I threw into a large tin pepper-castor with longitudinal
holes, so that an entire sentence could get through without material injury .
. . . When called upon to play Thomas Hawk, I anointed a sheet of
fools-cap with the white of a gander's egg; then, shredding the thing to be
reviewed as I had previously shredded the books, --only with more care, so
as to get every word separate--! threw the latter shreds in with the former,
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screwed on the lid of the castor, gave it a shake, and so dusted out the
mixture upon the egg'd foolscap; where it stuck. The effect was beautiful
to behold .... All the phrases did not fit (as we say in the Anglo-Saxon.)
Many were quite awry. Some, even, were upside-down; and there were
none of them which were not, in some measure, injured ... --with the
exception of Mr. Lewis Clarke's paragraphs, which ... seemed not
particularly disconcerted by any extreme of position, but looked equally
happy and satisfactory, whether on their heads or on their heels. ("Life of
Thingum Bob" 487-88)
Another type of inversion is the inversion of entire categories, which "call[ s] status
and role relationships into question" (Stewart 69). For example, Poe inverts human and
mechanical classifications in "The Man Who Was Used Up"; he inverts madness and
sanity classifications in "Tarr and Fether." His trademark inversion, however, is of the
categories of animate and inanimate. He frequently gives the appearance of life to
inanimate objects:
"As it [Pompey's hair] dangled among the cordage of the bell, I fancied it still
alive" ("Predicament" 135).
"And the life of the ebony clock went out with that of the last of the gay"
("Masque" 311 ).
The peculiar wood of the ship in "MS Found in a Bottle" reminds the narrator of
an old saying: "as sure as there is a sea where the ship itself will grow in bulk like the
living body of the seaman" (6).
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Most especially does Poe animate his draperies:
"She spoke again... of the unusual motions among the tapestries" ("Ligeia" 122).
". . . the dark and tattered draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath of a
rising tempest, swayed fitfully to and fro upon the walls" ("Usher" 208).
"I saw, too, for a few moments of delirious horror, the soft and nearly
imperceptible waving of the sable draperies which enwrapped the walls of the apartment"
("Pit" 344).
Poe reverses the usual understanding of cause and effect in his close association of
birth and death: "Here died my mother. Herein was I born" ("Berenice" 8); "And when
my spirit departs shall the child live" ("Morella" 15). He develops even more elaborately
his inversion of commonly accepted distinctions between life and death; twenty of the
sixty-seven stories studied are peopled with either the living dead or the dead-alive. "The
boundaries which divide Life from Death, are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say
where the one ends, and where the other begins?" ("Premature Burial" 433).
Poe's stories also show evidence of the splitting of discourse. This occurs quite
literally in Dr. Moneypenny's explanation of the writing of political articles in
Blackwood--they are managed with a pair of tailor's-shears ("Blackwood" 127). On a
less literal level, Poe's characters, like Alice, are occasionally confronted by the splitting
of discourse implicit in puns.
"What cause have you, Jupiter, for such a supposition?"
"Claws enuff, massa, and moufftoo ... "

("Gold Bug" 361).

And in the conversation between Montresor and Fortunato:
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"You are not of the masons."
"Yes, yes," I said; "yes, yes."
"You? Impossible! A mason?"
"A mason," I replied.
"A sign," he said, "a sign."
"It is this," I answered, producing from beneath the folds of my
roquelaire a trowel. ("Cask" 544)
More frequently, however, it is the reader rather than a character whose thoughts
are "split off' from the printed page. Pundita, for example, writes of Aries Tottle,
Neuclid, Cant, and Hog ("Mellonta Tauta" 558). Scheherazade's true fate is told in the
book Tellmenow Isitsoornot ("1002 Tale" 491). The letters on the Egyptian mummy's
coffin are a phonetic representation of the word Allamistakeo ("Words with Mummy"
504). Of Toby Dammit's attempt to cut a pigeon-wing over the stile, the narrator says:
"The stile was not very high, like Mr. Lord's--nor yet very low, like that of Mr. Lord's
reviewers ... " ("Never Bet" 295).
In the following dialogue, the punning goes beyond English to encompass Latin
and French as well:
"The first thing to do is to get rid of the old bore."
"Boar?" said I inquiringly--"pig, eh?--aper? (as we say in Latin)--who?--where?"
"Your father," said he.
"Precisely," I replied--"pig." ("Life ofThingum Bob" 488)
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In the same passage, Mr. Crab's insistence that "We must cut him at once. [Here I took
out my knife.]. .. but barbers are exceedingly hard to cut" ("Thingum Bob" 488-89)
sounds remarkably like Alice's dilemma:
"You look a little shy: let me introduce you to that leg of mutton,"
said the Red Queen. "Alice-- Mutton: Mutton--Alice." The leg of mutton
got up in the dish and made a little bow to Alice! and Alice returned the
bow, not knowing whether to be frightened or amused.
"May I give you a slice?" she said, taking up the knife and fork, and
looking from one Queen to the other.
"Certainly not," the Red Queen said very decidedly: "it isn't
etiquette to cut anyone you've been introduced to." (LG 240)
The splitting of discourse also occurs through Poe's frequent use of footnotes.
Stewart observes that "The footnote . . . offers an opportunity for discourse to deny itself
visually as well as verbally. As the depiction of a voice splitting itself, the footnote is from
the beginning a form of discourse about discourse" (74). Footnotes appear in
twenty-three of the sixty-seven stories.
Yet another aspect of this operation is found in the paired stories "How to Write a
Blackwood Article" and "A Predicament." Miss Psyche Zenobia's mangling of quotations
is an example of the taking over of one text by another--discourse denying itself. Another
example is Poe's explicit warning against "bugaboo tales--such as this" ("Premature
Burial" 441).

L

36
Finally, let us consider movement between levels of discourse. In writing about
"The Facts in the Case ofM. Valdemar," Williams states:
This potential for interpretive confusion in the interpenetration of the literal
and figurative levels--like the deceptive nature of experience--is established
at the outset of the tale. The disjunction between the narrator's statement
that he would "just eat a mouthful of supper" and his actual gorging on at
least four pounds of "Welsh rabbit" is crudely comic, but it also illustrates
the potential for subjective interpretation allowed by figurative language.
(119)
A similar disjunction is expressed by Psyche Zenobia: "In my solitary walks through the
city I had two humble but faithful companions. . . . He was three feet in height (I like to be
particular) and about seventy, or perhaps eighty, years of age" ("Predicament" 133).
The overall effect of the operation of reversal and inversion is a fragmenting
process, a splitting of pairs and exchange of roles which leads to a confusion of identity.

Play with the Boundaries of Discourse
The second Nonsense operation identified by Stewart is that of play with the
boundaries of discourse. This operation recognizes the importance of the formation of a
boundary to the game, a marking off of a particular time and space. Boundary-setting can
be seen in such things as counting-out rhymes in children's games which serve as an
interface between the world oflife and the world of the game. The boundary-marking
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may be explicit, or it may be accomplished by mis-direction, by a surplus of signification,
or by a deficiency of signification.
Carroll, for example, may be said to "mark off'' his Alice stories by presenting each
one within the framework of a dream. Wonderland begins with Alice's following a talking
Rabbit down a rabbit-hole, "never once considering how in the world she was to get out
again" (16). Alice's reiteration of the time-honored childhood phrase "Let's pretend ... "
(132, 133, 134) catapults her into adventures on the other side of the looking-glass.
The boundaries of discourse are marked by a surplus of signification in the
calligram of the mouse's tale/tail (WL 35). In Carroll's verse particularly we often find the
boundaries of discourse marked in this way. The poem which appears at the end of
Looking-Glass is an acrostic; the initial letters of each line spell out the name Alice
Pleasance Liddell (250). The dedicatory poem which prefaces "The Hunting of the
Snark" is an acrostic of the name Gertrude Chataway; in addition, the same name is
"hidden" in the first word of each of the four stanzas (679).
"The Hunting of the Snark" also contains a deficiency of signification in its purest
form--the map provided by the Bellman:
He had bought a large map representing the sea,
Without the least vestige of land:
And the crew were much pleased when they found it to be
A map they could all understand.

"What's the good of Mercator's North Poles and Equators,
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Tropics, Zones, and Meridian Lines?"
So the Bellman would cry: and the crew would reply
"They are merely conventional signs!

"Other maps are such shapes, with their islands and capes!
But we've got our brave Captain to thank"
(So the crew would protest) "that he's bought us the best-A perfect and absolute blank!" (683)
Like Carroll, Poe also sets stories within a dream framework ("Angel of the Odd,"
"Words with a Mummy"). More explicit boundary-marking is done by means of the
quotations which appear at the beginning of many of his tales (thirty-nine of the
sixty-seven studied). Furthermore, many of these quotations are in a foreign language,
adding a sort of incantatory quality to the "charm." In other stories, simple mis-direction
serves to mark the boundary of discourse ("Balloon Hoax," "Bon-Bon," "Premature
Burial").
Like Carroll, Poe used verse to provide a surplus of signification (such as the
acrostic found in his valentine poem to Fanny Osgood). His stories, too, often provide an
excess of information:
Touching the derivation of the name Vondervotteimittiss .... I do not
choose, however, to commit myself on a theme of such importance, and
must refer the reader desirous of information, to the "Oratiunculae de
Rebus Praeter-Veteris," ofDundergutz. See, also, Blunderbuzzard "De
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Derivationibus," pp. 27 to 5010, Folio Gothic edit., Red and Black
character, Catchword and No Cypher;--wherein consult, also, marginal
notes in the autograph of Stuffundpuff, with the Sub-Commentaries of
Gruntundguzzell. ("Devil in Belfry" 187)
On the other hand, an overt deficiency of signification is found in "X-ing a
Paragrab," where a letter is omitted from a text. In this operation, what is missing is of
more importance than what is present. Consider Poe's reluctance (or inability?) to offer
complete data concerning names, dates, and places:
"Of my country and of my family I have little to say" ("MS Found in a Bottle" 1).
"My baptismal name is Egaeus; that of my family I will not mention" ("Berenice"
8).
"Let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page now lying
before me need not be sullied with my real appellation" ("William Wilson" 212).
"It appears that on the --- day of---, (I am not positive about the date,) a vast
crowd of people, for purposes not specifically mentioned, were assembled . . . " ("Hans
Pfaall" 21 ).
I cannot just now remember when or where I first made the acquaintance
of that truly fine-looking fellow, Brevet Brigadier General John A.B.C.
Smith. Some one did introduce me to the gentleman, I am sure--at some
public meeting, I know very well--held about something of great
importance, no doubt--at some place or other, I feel convinced,--whose
name I have unaccountably forgotten. ("Man that was Used Up" 192)
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The pervasive absence of identifying information raises interesting speculations about
Poe's disturbing consciousness of his own status as an orphan--and beyond that, as an
American, a citizen of a nation still near infancy in its social and political development.
Does his silence at this point speak to us of a man bereft of both a personal and a national
history?
Yet another aspect of play with the boundaries of discourse can be found in an
author's violation of conventional boundaries between character and author, between
author and reader, or between reader and character. Alice, for example, is participant,
spectator, and, finally, narrator of her dreams. Her role in the Looking-Glass dream is
never clearly defined. Tweedledee tells her that she is "only a sort of thing in his [the Red
King's] dream" (174), and Tweedledum assures her that "If that there King was to wake
... you'd go out--bang!--just like a candle!" (174). Several chapters later Alice reflects:
"So I wasn't dreaming, after all ... unless--unless we're all part of the same dream. Only I
do hope it's my dream, and not the Red King's! I don't like belonging to another person's
dream... " (214). The story ends, however, without a resolution. "Now, Kitty, let's
consider who it was that dreamed it all. This is a serious question.... You see, Kitty, it
must have been either me or the Red King. He was part of my dream, of course--but then
I was part of his dream, too!" (249).
Like Alice, Poe constantly trespasses these same boundaries, making himself both
author and character ("P--" is the friend in "M. Valdemar," "Mesmeric Revelation," and
"Mystification"; more subtle intrusions of his name into the text will be discussed below).
He invites the reader into the story by direct and indirect appeals: "But first let me tell you
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... " ("Masque" 307); "I have said thus much, that in some measure I may answer your
question... " ("Imp of Perverse" 519); "You, who so well know the nature of my soul
... " ("Cask" 542). He confuses distinctions between characters, as when Roderick Usher
addresses the narrator as "Madman!" ("Usher" 211). This dissolution of the boundary
between fiction and reality also occurs in Poe's references to non-existent books and
authors. The fluidity of these boundaries, especially as it blurs the distinction between the
creator and the created, reminds us again of Poe's never-satisfied longing for a father and
his apparent indifference to children. Is this aspect of his fiction perhaps an attempt to
discover and define his own role in the father-child relationship?

Play with Infinity
The third operation of Nonsense cited by Stewart is play with infinity, in which the
author takes liberties with space and time. In Wonderland, Time exists as a person: "If
you knew Time as well as I do," said the Hatter, "you wouldn't talk about wasting !1. It's
him" (71). And in the Looking-Glass world, time is meaningless. The characters live
backwards, enabling memory to work both ways and allowing for punishment to precede
the crime (181 ). The characters are similarly free from limitations of space. The
caucus-race is run "in a sort of circle ... " with the players "placed along the course, here
and there" (33). The Red Queen explains to Alice that, in the Looking-Glass world, "it
takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere
else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!" (152).
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Williams states that "Poe's notorious refutation of the 'long poem' . . . is, in effect,
an attempt to deny time in the language of a poem and in the act of reading" (6). In his
fiction, also, Poe creates worlds quite apart from time and space restrictions: "We had no
means of calculating time, nor could we form any guess of our situation" ("MS Found in
Bottle" 3); the captain's "gray hairs are records of the past, and his grayer eyes are Sybils
of the future ... and although the speaker was close at my elbow, his voice seemed to
reach my ears from the distance of a mile" ("MS" 7); "I kept no reckoning of time or
place" ("Morella" 17); "Why then give a date to the story I have to tell? ... The boundary
line of his dominions was never clearly defined" ("Metzengerstein" 93-94).
In addition to the general displacement of time and space, a "telescoping" effect
can be achieved by techniques such as repetition, nesting, and circularity. Repetition, for
example, may be as simple as Carroll's alliterative B's: the Bellman enlisted a crew
consisting of a Boots, a Bonnet-maker, a Barrister, a Broker, a Billiard-marker, a Banker,
a Beaver, a Baker, and a Butcher ("Snark" 680-82). This type of repetition also appealed
to Poe. The hero of "The Spectacles" boasted the names Froissart, Croissart, Voissart,
and Moissart in his family tree (402); "Hoggs, Frogs, Bogs and Co." appears in "Thou
Art the Man" (463), and "Bogs, Hogs, Logs, Frogs, and Co." appears in "Diddling"
(394).
Other instances recall Stewart's observation that "repetition is always involved in
giving integrity to what is repeated" (121). In "Silence," Poe repeats the phrase "but the
night waned, and he sat upon the rock" a total of four times (140). The repetition of the
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word "Amontillado" throughout the story of that title becomes almost an incantation;
toward the end of the story, whole phrases are caught up in repetition:
"The Amontillado!" I said.
"... yes, the Amontillado. . . . Let us be gone."
"Yes," I said, "let us be gone."
"For the love of God, Montresor!"
"Yes," I said, "for the love of God." (546)
Stewart has also commented that repetition "endows the object with
self-generation and self-perpetuation" (121). The process of self-perpetuation is well
illustrated by the Raven, whose constant repetition of the word "nevermore" drives the
narrator to accept the word as his own. Repetition as self-generation is best demonstrated
in "Ligeia," where the continual reiteration of her name keeps her alive in the narrator's
memory: "... it is by that sweet word alone--by Ligeia--that I bring before mine eyes in
fancy the image of her who is no more" (115). The operation of repetition in this story,
however, broadens from simple words and phrases to encompass rhythm patterns and
sentence structures:
"And again I sunk into visions ofLigeia--and again ... again there reached my ears
a low sob from the region of the ebony bed. But why shall I minutely detail. .. ? Why
shall I pause to relate how ... this hideous drama ... ; how each terrific relapse ... ; how
each agony ... ; and how each struggle ... " (125).
Thus repetition in all of its manifestations increases in tempo and intensity, building
to a crescendo of power and effecting the restoration to life of the Lady Ligeia.
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A second "telescoping" process is nesting, which "flaunts the interdependence of
discourse; every text bears within itself an infinity of prior and potential texts as well as the
idea that its own text can be repeated" (Stewart 124). The Bellman begins his speech to
the Snark-hunting crew with "Friends, Romans, and countrymen, lend me your ears!"
because, Carroll assures us, "They were all of them fond of quotations" ("Fit the Second"
684). Poe also was fond of quotations: he employed this device in thirty-four stories,
many of which contain multiple quotations.
Another example of nesting is found in Carroll's numerous parodies of songs and
verses. Robert Southey's didactic poem "The Old Man's Comforts and How He Gained
Them" is repeated to Alice as "You Are Old, Father William" (Carpenter 63). The
proverb "Take care of the pence, and the pounds will take care of themselves" is parodied
as "Take care of the sense, and the sounds will take care of themselves" (Gray 71fn3).
Poe nests original verses. "To One in Paradise" is embedded in "The Assignation"; "The
Conqueror Worm" in "Ligeia"; and "The Haunted Palace" in "Usher".
Poe's frequent nesting of a written text within a text has been noted above. In
addition, we find instances of narrated stories within the story, such as the fisherman's tale
in "Descent into the Maelstrom," the Demon's tale in "Silence," and Mr. Bedloe's tale in
"Ragged Mountains." Multiple overlapping layers occur in "1002 Night," which contains
a story within a story within a story.
The third "telescoping" process is circularity, a self-centered activity which is
characterized by both repeatability and reversibility, thereby representing limitedness and
limitlessness at the same time. "One can continue in the circle in the same direction or
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tum and go the other way around. In either case, the same boundary is inscribed again
and again. Yet it only can be the same boundary so long as one does not step out of or off
of the circle and traverse it with the linearity of everyday time" (Stewart 133).
Poe discusses the shape of the circle in "X-ing a Paragrab." At issue between two
editors is the use of the letter "O":
"We quote from 'The Tea-Pot' of yesterday the subjoined paragraph:--'Oh, yes!
Oh, we perceive! Oh, no doubt! Oh, my! Oh, goodness! Oh, tempera! Oh, Moses!'
Why, the fellow is all O! That accounts for his reasoning in a circle, and explains why
there is neither beginning nor end to him, nor to anything that he says ... " (572)
If the perimeter of the circle is the boundary, then the center is unreachable.

Carroll and Poe, however, go beyond mere inaccessibility. The circular patterns we find in
their stories are lopsided circles; therefore the center is undefined or absent.
The course for the caucus-race in Wonderland, for example, is laid out "in a sort of
circle ('the exact shape doesn't matter')" (33). Alice's conversation with the Caterpillar
begins and ends with his question to her, "Who are you?" The Cheshire Cat's assertion
"We're all mad here" leads the reader in a circular path ofreasoning:
If the Cat really ~ mad, as it says, then the truth of its statement is open to

suspicion. Moreover, the proof offered for its madness is so deplorable as
to furnish no reason for believing its conclusion. So maybe the Cat is not
mad. But then only an exceptionally weakminded creature could have used
such an argument; so very likely it ~ mad after all. In which case its
statements are again no longer to be relied on. (Heath 62)
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We find occasional circular patterns in Poe's stories as well. The ship follows a
circular path of descent in "Maelstrom." The narrator of "The Pit and the Pendulum" is in
a dungeon generally square in shape, but his exploratory trip around the walls indicates
both circular movement and reversal (347-49).
In many of Poe's stories the action proceeds in a circular pattern: "1002 Tale"
begins and ends with the execution of a wife; "Some Words with a Mummy" begins and
ends with the narrator's awakening (?) to go to Doctor Ponnonner's house; "William
Wilson" begins and ends with the narrator's speaking of his own death; "Usher" begins
and ends with the narrator's view of the tam; "Ligeia" begins and ends with--Ligeia.

Simultaneity
The fourth operation of Nonsense cited by Stewart is simultaneity, a feature found
in puns, portmanteau words, macaronic text, and doubles. Wim Tigges asserts that "the
strongest semiotic device of nonsense literature is that of simultaneity. It is strongest
because the tension between two disparate elements is most strongly present" (Anatomy
59). Like other Nonsense operations, it focuses on form, on the ways in which experience
is organized, rather than on the content of that experience.
Puns, discussed above as the splitting of discourse, also present an element of
simultaneity. A closely related form is the portmanteau word--a word in which two or
more words are incorporated into one meaning (Alice is told, for example, that "slithy"
means lithe and slimy), thereby transforming meaning into its constituent elements.
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A macaronic text is one that is written in two or more identifiable languages. The
Red Queen tells Alice, "Speak in French when you can't think of the English for a
thing--turn out your toes as you walk--and remember who you are!" (LG 153). Again we
find a nonsense feature implicated in questions of identity. The Baker tells his fellow
Snark-hunters: "I said it in Hebrew--! said it in Dutch--/! said it in German and Greek:/
But I wholly forgot (and it vexes me much)/ That English is what you speak!" ("Fit the
Fourth" 688).
Presumably Poe remembered that his readers spoke and read English; nevertheless,
his use of foreign words and phrases is pervasive. Sixty-three of sixty-seven tales contain
at least one language other than English, and many contain three or more. He serves a
wonderful smorgasbord of Greek, Latin, French, Spanish, Italian, German, Arabic,
Ethiopian, Hebrew, and Egyptian. "The confrontation with another language is a
confrontation with the limits of the everyday world" (Stewart 166).
The operation of simultaneity is most well-developed, however, in the aspect of
doubling. We are reminded that Dodgson and Carroll led carefully separated lives. In his
fiction, Carroll tells us at the outset that Alice is very fond of pretending to be two
people--playing a game of croquet against herself, giving herself advice, scolding herself.
This perhaps accounts for her susceptibility to Nonsense. The twins Tweedledum and
Tweedledee are physical doubles. Other doubles are the Hatter and the March Hare,
Hatta and Haigha, the Lion and the Unicorn, and the paired chess pieces.
Doubles appear frequently in Poe's writings as he explores the wide range of
possibilities inherent in this feature. On one level, Poe's delight in outlandish names
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affords him scope for doubling letters (the Reverend Doctor Drummummupp, Doctor
Dubble L. Dee), syllables (the sculptor Chiponchipino and the art critic Signor
Tintontintino), or the entire name (Bon-Bon, Nu-Nu, Klock-Klock). He experiments
with doubling action, most notably perhaps in "The Purloined Letter," where almost every
incident occurs twice. Yet another aspect of doubling is illustrated in "Usher," where the
reading of "The Mad Trist" evokes two patterns of response from Usher and the narrator.
Poe finds the fullest expression of this feature, however, in the doubling of
characters. We can, in fact, trace a progression in his development of this theme. In an
early (1835) story, Poe suggests that each person has an "other-worldly" double: " ... the
incomprehensible connection between each particular individual in the moon, with some
particular individual on the earth. . . by means of which the lives and destinies of the one
are interwoven with the lives and destinies of the inhabitants of the other ... " ("Pfaall"
50).

Unwilling to leave this double on the moon, Poe created character doubles closer
to home. "Morella" (1835) presents a child who is a physical double of her dead mother.
The narrator of "Loss of Breath" is a physical double of the mail-robber W-- (note that the
name is Double-You). In "Metzengerstein" the narrator's double is a demon horse.
By 1839 Poe had expanded this theme to include psychological doubles, starting
with "Silence," a "symbolic drama of a tortured human self, one who cannot elude his
Demon, or his irrational, destructive side, a part of the self that exists close to the animal
potential within all of us ... and just as close to death ... " (Fisher 60). The double
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becomes fully split off and fully human in "Usher," where Poe creates a double-double
situation with Roderick/Madeline and Roderick/the narrator.
In "William Wilson" (Double-You twice!) the narrator's double is still in some
respects a physical double, but is primarily a moral opposite; and, as in "Usher," the life of
one is inextricably bound up with the life of the other. The new twist in this story is the
sharing of the same name--a situation the narrator vigorously opposes. His reaction
recalls Humpty Dumpty's insistence on the close relationship between self and name. And
just as Alice was frightened and dismayed by her rapid size changes, William Wilson also
believes that one's "outward appearance should consistently signify a stable inner essence.

If this is the case, it is no wonder that the narrator is horrified to confront an apparent
physical duplication of himself; by this belief, the double would throw his own existence
into doubt" (Williams 41 ).
Diane Johnson has noted that "the Double was a way of dramatizing a new
nineteenth-century sense that the human personality contained undercurrents, unexpressed
impulses, a dark or evil side" (8). She further observes that, while the typical
nineteenth-century double was a projection of a character's evil aspect, Poe's doubles are
often the projection of the "good self' which is defeated by the evil self
("Metzengerstein," "William Wilson," "Pym").
Poe's most thorough development of the double is in the character ofDupin.
Kiahna Klenman Babener observes that, because they share the same methods and the
same motives, Dupin and the Minister D-- are "intellectual counterparts and moral
equivalents" (26). Poe teases the reader with indications that Dupin and D-- may be
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brothers, or indeed, may be the same person, or even "two phases of the same mind"
(Babener 21). The narrator of "Rue Morgue" confesses that he himself has "often dwelt
meditatively upon the old philosophy of the Bi-Part Soul, and amused myself with the
fancy of a double Dupin--the creative and the resolvent" (249).
Perhaps the true double ofDupin is his creator, Poe. Certainly Poe's dual nature
has been the subject of much critical analysis:
Poe was able always to adopt a double view of everything he undertook
and of everything that happened to him.... one could divide Poe's
activities between those of a conscious and a hidden self. The conscious
self. . . wrote criticism of a rational and closely analytic kind. . . . delighted
in logical puzzles, and was responsible not only for the cryptograms but
also for what Poe named his tales of ratiocination and we call the first short
detective stories. The unconscious self, on the other hand, was subject to
drives and passions such as the need for a family, and the impulse to write
stories expressing the terror that was not of Germany but of the soul--a
terror merging into overwhelming horror and disgust. . . . As an artist he
worked always in the first person, looking again and again at his
personality in a glass that often gave back frightening reflections. (Symons
123, 70, 240)
The suggestion that Poe was seeing his own image in a glass is a peculiarly apt
one, given the recurrent mirror motif which serves as a powerful doubling strategy in both
Carroll's and Poe's works. Against the over-arching theme of Looking-Glass, there are
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numerous specific references to mirror images and asymmetry. Tweedledum and
Tweedledee, for example, are enantiomorphs. It is Carroll's choice of the word "through,"
however, with its complementary meanings, that provides the most instructive approach
to Poe's mirrors. Like Alice, Poe's characters advance "through" (beyond) the mere
reflections of the mirror, but at the same time "through" (by means of) those reflections.
A partial but representative catalogue of mirrors in Poe's stories would include
references in "The Assignation":
[the Marchesa Aphrodite] stood alone. Her small, bare, and silvery feet
gleamed in the black mirror of marble beneath her .... Who does not
remember that, at such a time as this, the eye, like a shattered mirror,
multiplies the images of its sorrow, and sees in innumerable far off places,
the wo (sic) which is close at hand?

(56)

in "Shadow":
the flames of the seven iron lamps which illumined our revel . . . remained
burning all pallid and motionless; and in the mirror which their lustre
formed upon the round table of ebony at which we sat, each of us there
assembled beheld the pallor of his own countenance, and the unquiet glare
in the downcast eyes of his companions .... (75)
in "Mystification":
You will forgive me for the moderate tax I shall make upon your
imagination, and endeavor to consider, for an instant, the reflection of your
person in yonder mirror as the living Mynheer Hermann himself. This
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being done, there will be no difficulty whatever. I shall discharge this
decanter of wine at your image in yonder mirror, and thus fulfill all the
spirit, if not the exact letter, of resentment for your insult, while the
necessity of physical violence to your real person will be obviated. (113)
in "The Fall of the House of Usher":

It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the
particulars of the scene ... would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps, to
annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, acting upon this idea,
I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn that lay

in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down--but with a shudder
even more thrilling than before--upon the remodelled and inverted images
of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like
windows. (199)
in "Pym":
There were two large mirrors in the cabin, and here was the acme of their
amazement. Too-wit was the first to approach them, and he had got in the
middle of the cabin, with his face to one and his back to the other, before
he fairly perceived them. Upon raising his eyes and seeing his reflected self
in the glass, I thought the savage would go mad; but, upon turning short
round to make a retreat, and beholding himself a second time in the
opposite direction, I was afraid he would expire upon the spot. (675)
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As Poe is well aware, the action oflooking into a mirror is fraught with danger, for
mirror-gazing simultaneously affirms and questions identity. When one looks into a
mirror, the subject-self is split off from the object-self; one becomes both observer and
observed. Furthermore, mirror reflections afford only partial views of the self--never the
whole self at once; and because there is a limitless range of partial views, there exists the
terrifying possibility of an infinite series of fragmentations of the self

Arrangement and Rearrangement within a Closed System
There is yet another consequence of mirror-gazing which has been described by
Donald Rackin with reference to Lewis Carroll:
What we typically see in a mirror, besides our own image, is what lies
behind us--in a sense, not where we are going, but where we have been
.... By means of such devices as his meticulous Letter Register, his exact
diary entries, his lists of now-matured child friends, his photographic
records of once-beloved little girls, and his records of luncheons he had
given, he worshipped his own memories. (Sense 72)
Can we accuse Poe also of worshipping the past, of being obsessed, perhaps, with
his memories? Is he haunted by his past? Or, as suggested above, by his lack of a
knowable past? The evidence for such a charge is found in a consideration of the fifth and
final Nonsense operation cited by Stewart: arrangement and rearrangement within a closed
system, a category which includes anagrams and secret languages or codes, as well as
manipulation of numbers or items, such as game pieces.
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Charles Dodgson transformed himself into Lewis Carroll by just such a process.
He "Latinized" his first two names, Charles Lutwidge, and then "rearranged" Ludovic
Carolus to produce his pseudonym, Lewis Carroll. In his fiction, the Dormouse tells Alice
about three little sisters named Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie. Lacie is an anagram of Alice, Elsie
is L.C., her sister Lorina Charlotte, and Tillie is a nickname for Alice's second sister. A
manipulation of numbers is demonstrated in "The Hunting of the Snark." In the Preface,
Rule 42 of the Code is singled out for special mention. Then we are introduced to the
Baker, who left forty-two boxes on shore but brought with him seven coats and three
pairs of boots. Seven multiplied by six gives forty-two; seven added to six gives thirteen,
a baker's dozen. What is special about forty-two? Perhaps it was Carroll's own age when
he wrote it, as the poem was published when he was forty-three.
In a similar way, Poe re-assigns numbers which have special significance in his life.
William Wilson, for example, is given the same birthdate which Poe gave (inaccurately) as
his own when he provided a biographical sketch to the anthologist Rufus Griswold. The
same date, January 19, is further identified as the day on which Pym arrives in Tsalal. In
that story also, Augustus dies on August 1, the date on which Poe's brother Henry died.
In addition to the numbers, we find a superabundance of what Silverman has
identified as "name bridges to the past" (173). Poe "recycled the stock of preoccupying
names, persons, places, and occasions which his imagination constantly reset in new
habitations and constantly rearranged into new patterns" (Silverman 208). "Dubourg,"
the name of Poe's schoolmistresses while he was in London, appears as a laundress and a
street; "Chantilly" echoes "Dan Dilly," the name mockingly given to Edgar's father, David
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Poe, for his mispronunciation ofDandoli in a theater production; "Tekeli" was the
surname of a Hungarian patriot who became the subject of a melodrama in which Poe's
mother acted; "Raising the Wind" was the title of a popular English farce in which David
Poe acted at least three times (Silverman 173, 136, 208). William Wilson is educated at
Stoke Newington, Poe's childhood school (Symons 215).
Arthur Pym's hometown ofEdgarton is an obvious reminder of Edgar, but many
other names are linked to Poe's past less obviously by means of anagrams or partial
anagrams. Dupin, for example, could be an echo of David Poe, as could the initials of
Dirk Peters. Poe's older brother, William Henry Leonard Poe, was a sailor who wrote a
story entitled "The Pirate"; he shares his first name with William Legrand of "The Gold
Bug," and "Legrand" lacks only an "o" in perfectly superimposing "Edgar" and "Leonard."
Pym and Augustus meet at the academy ofE. Ronald, an anagram of "Leonard," and
"Ronald" also anagrammatizes "Arnold," Poe's mother's maiden name.
Poe's stormy relationship with his foster father John Allan has been well
documented. Edgar's preoccupation with the name Allan, which he sought but was never
legally his own, is evidence of his painful awareness of the latent irony in the name:
"Allan" contains, not once but twice "Al," the Arabic prefix for God (father). Into his
writing Poe pours a multiplicity of names containing a's and l's: LaSalle, Gaillard,
Maillard, Laplace, Tsalal, Annabel Lee, Al Aaraaf, Lalage, Pfaall, Amontillado, Eulalie,
Ulalume, Morella, Mellonta. "Lenore" contains LN, and Eleanor is vocalized as LNr.
Other names point directly to Poe. The story "Silence" originally appeared as
"Siope"--IS POE. "Prince Prospero" yields POE twice. "L'Espanaye" contains EAP
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almost twice, as well as ALAN. "Legrand" can be rearranged as EDGAR LN; "Lalande"
is ED ALLAN; "Ermengarde" contains EDGAR; "Edward Stapleton" contains ED LN
POE. "Oppodeldoc" gives us ED PO(E) as well as "code." "Ponnonner" contains POE
as well as NO ONE. And The Nopolis Tea-Pot becomes E A PO(E)T of No City.
Poe must have chuckled to himself as he hid among his stories four minor
characters named Pompey, which may be rearranged as POE PYM. It seems likely,
however, that Poe intended a second anagram as well--POE YMP (IMP). His imp was
surely at work when he played with other anagrams such as the Liriodendrum Tulipiferum
(delirium) which is conspicuous in two stories ("Gold Bug" and "Landor's Cottage") and is
the only tree identified by its scientific name. Poe would agree with Stewart's statement
that "In literature, the anagram can be used as a symbol of the mystical power of words,
the possibilities of the word beyond its everyday meaning when placed on the page as an
object of contemplation and manipulation. The anagram comes to represent the
interpretability of the text, an infinity by exhaustion, larger than the potential of any single
reader" (177).
Yet another aspect of the manipulation of letters, signs, or symbols is the use of
codes or secret languages. Poe's interest in cryptography is legendary; the most famous
example in his fiction is the message written as a substitution cipher in "The Gold Bug."
Another feature of the Nonsense operation of arrangement and rearrangement
within a closed system is found in Carroll's and Poe's shared interest in games. In
Wonderland, Alice encounters playing cards engaged in a game of croquet. Chess in
particular was a passion for Carroll, who enjoyed teaching the game to his child-friends
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and then structured Looking-Glass as a chess game. It is significant that chess represents
a closed world of reversibility in which pieces can be moved back to their original
positions, and the players must "remember forwards" in order to anticipate moves which
may follow any given move.
Poe was also interested in chess ("Maelzel's Chess Player" and the appearance of
the town in "Devil in the Belfiy," for example) and in playing cards ("The Due De
l'Omelette," "William Wilson," "Never Bet the Devil," "Three Sundays in a Week," "Tarr
and Fether"). It was the principles of games in general, however, that most fascinated
him. He contemptuously rejected games of pure chance ("Marie Roget" 344). A
discussion of the powers of concentration, observation, and analysis, too lengthy to quote
here, introduces his account of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" (246-247). Dupin
explains his success in finding the purloined letter by describing two games--"even and
odd," which requires "an identification of the reasoner's intellect with that of his opponent"
("Purloined Letter" 472); and the map game, in which large letters "escape observation
by dint of being excessively obvious" (475). It seems safe to say that, for Poe, reasoning
is itself a game, with its own rules, of which the playing pieces or "counters" are moral and
intellectual attributes.
Moreover, successful play requires that all participants understand and follow the
rules and are skillful enough to make correct moves most of the time. Winning is not
accomplished by leaving the game--moving beyond reach of the opponent--but by beating
the opponent at his own game. The highest level of play occurs when the opponents are
evenly matched, as are Dupin and the Minister D--. At this level, play becomes a type of
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dialectic in the mind, having no end in itself but allowing the players to continue to
manipulate the playing elements of the mind and imagination within the closed system of
the game.

The Game of Nonsense
The ultimate game for Poe, however, was not one which his characters played with
each other; nor was it one which he played with his readers. It was, rather, a game which
he played with himself Our investigation returns us, in approved circular fashion, to our
starting point--the game of Nonsense.
In the preceding pages we have seen how Poe's writings fulfill the stylistic criteria
for Nonsense writing. It remains for us to consider the rationale and the work of
Nonsense. Why does a writer choose the Nonsense genre, and what does he gain thereby?
Or is it more accurate to suggest that Nonsense "chooses" the writer? Only then can we
answer the question, "Did Poe write Nonsense?"
Julio Cortazar once explained, "[I] write within a perspective of total fracturing of
what is conventional, what is fixed, always looking for certain doors and, above all, certain
exits" (qtd. in Stewart 52). Cortazar's words bring to mind T.S. Eliot's comment in
"Tradition and the Individual Talent": "Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an
escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from
personality. But, of course, only those who have personality and emotions know what it
means to want to escape from these things" (58).
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We often associate escape with fantasy, but Nonsense also offers an escape into an
autonomous world where there is a freedom not found in conventionality. Nonsense
differs from fantasy, however, in that it is rooted in sense, and thus never completely
separated from reality. "Nonsense is a type of escape, but it is a circular flight that returns
us to the ground" (Anderson and Apseloff 5). Thus, the connection with meaningfulness
is preserved.
From the form of the word "nonsense" we recognize its relationship to "sense," but
the precise nature of that relationship is not immediately evident. When we "make sense"
of anything, we classify and organize those life experiences--by means of language--into a
coherent and meaningful relationship with each other. "Nonsense," then, has to do with
order and arrangement rather than with meaning. It does not correspond to sense as
non-meaning, but as non-order. Furthermore, nonsense is dependent on an assumption of
sense. "The very notion of topsy-turvy implies that there is a right side up ... "
(Anderson and Apseloff 5). Again, in terms particularly appropriate to Poe, Anderson and
Apseloff write: "We argue that [nonsense] is always the mirror image of sense, a carnival
or fun-house mirror perhaps, but dependent on what stands before the mirror for the
effects it can produce .... Nonsense is not the absence of sense but a clever subversion of
it that heightens rather than destroys meaning" (5).
In unexpected ways, sense is also dependent on nonsense. Nonsense "gives us a
place to store any mysterious gaps in our systems of order. By providing such a place,
nonsense can be seen to function as an aid to sense making ... " (Stewart 5). Often,
these "gaps" occur in our understanding of existence, identity, and knowledge. Nonsense
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provides a safe place, a "domain between realizable domains" (Stewart 202), to
investigate existential and epistemological problems.

" ... its status between--its liminal

status--is important for members making a transition between realizable domains. It is a
place to stand in the middle of change ... [and] oflearning as well" (203).
Because the relationship of Nonsense to sense is both contingent and paradoxical,
it can serve as a critical device, and because the domain of Nonsense is limited and
self-referential, it can be explored more easily than the domain of common sense. As Ann
C. Colley explains, "nonsense has the advantage of translating experience into its most
literal mode, and thus allowing readers to see plainly what is normally scattered or
thickened by the intricacies of daily living" (3).
Nonsense succeeds insofar as it is able to disrupt conventional patterns of order.
Poe's disruption of accepted temporal, spatial, and linguistic patterns has already been
discussed at length. To these we might add the disruption of the order of the physical
body (frequent dismemberments, "The Man Who Was Used Up"); the disruption of
psychological order (madness); the disruption of the social order (loveless marriages,
conspicuous absence of children, recluses, emotional detachment on the part of author,
reader, and characters); and the disruption of the moral order (violence, murder). Within
this carefully controlled system, the disruption gives impetus to an order-disorder dialectic
in the mind. "The game of Nonsense may ... consist in the mind's employing its tendency
towards order to engage its contrary tendency towards disorder, keeping the latter
perpetually in play and so in check" (Sewell, "Field" 281).
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Nonsense is a highly intellectual game, and the results of the game are intellectual
benefits. What the player of the Nonsense game receives is an opportunity for growth and
change, for Nonsense offers new ways of seeing.
The metacommunication necessary for play involves a movement from one
set of interpretive procedures to another, a movement "out of which the
player discovers new possibilities for thinking, for codification of messages
and so on. If you go on rigorously within one way of codifying--one
onionskin structure--you go on unchanged," writes [Gregory] Bateson.
(Stewart 31)
Nonsense challenges us to go beyond accepted patterns and norms, to confront the
unfamiliar and unknown.
Nonsense literature serves a secondary purpose as well--one which helps to explain
the appeal ofNonsense for children. Leo Schneiderman writes that "Nonsense literature
addresses itself to the child's need to cope with the terrors created by his own inexperience
and barely suppressed emotions of jealously (sic) and rage, particularly in relation to
siblings and parents" (95). The improbabilities which form the basis of Nonsense are
closely related to a child's inner fears.
Nonsense literature unlocks the very wellspring of the imagination, a region
of half-forgotten memories, distorted perceptions, and frightening emotions
that are more closely related to the child's personal history than the images
associated with science fiction or fairy tales. Whereas the latter involve
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culturally patterned fantasies, nonsense literature deals with the
idiosyncratic. (Schneiderman 98)
As we have seen, Poe had a highly idiosyncratic personal history. He incorporated
in his person and in his life the major concerns of the fiction of the times. Jan B. Gordon
has noted the frequent appearance of the orphan in the Victorian novel: "the orphan
clearly came to symbolize all the discontinuities that faced the age . . . the problem of
locating a point of origin was one of the continuing struggles of the years 1832-1901"
(98), and further suggests that the same pattern is followed by Lewis Carroll: "The
orphaned child is, in effect, an exile not only from beginnings (and hence time, the
dimension of Alice's Adventures), but family relationships (and hence space, the
chess-board logistics of Through the Looking-Glass)" (101). As an orphan himself, Poe
lived this exile. Kenneth Silverman further describes the effects of childhood bereavement:
adults learn to live with the death of someone they have loved by gradually
and painfully withdrawing their deep investment of feeling in the person.
But children who lose a parent at an early age, as Edgar lost Eliza Poe,
instead invest more feeling in and magnify the parent's image. At the same
time they acknowledge the parent's death only superficially. The young
child denies the permanence of its loss because, among other things, it
cannot comprehend the finality of death, is unable to tolerate the
protracted painful remembering and giving up of the loved person that
occurs in adult mourning, and feels that the parent's supplies of love and
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self-esteem are essential to its being; some children believe they cannot
survive without the parent. (76)
The pain of this loss is compounded by feelings of abandonment and rejection.
These feelings in turn lead to fears of further rejection; the child's inability to attenuate the
parent's image produces a subconscious expectation of the parent's return, coupled with a
simultaneous fear and longing to rejoin the parent. The resulting psychic nightmare is a
fertile ground for those "half-forgotten memories, distorted perceptions, and frightening
emotions" to which Schneiderman refers (98). This secondary "comfort" effect of
Nonsense must surely have had an emotional appeal for Poe equal to its intellectual
appeal. "Exposure to nonsense literature informs the child that it is safe to explore
forbidden regions of the mind, but that it is necessary to arm oneself with wit and a sense
of the ridiculous .... safe to indulge in fantasy, providing one remains in control by means
of clever wordplay and feats oflogic" (Schneiderman 98). Again we are reminded that
Poe did not write for an audience of children, but it is not inconceivable that he wrote for
the orphan-child within himself.
Once again we are confronted with an inescapable parallel between Carroll and
Poe. It would seem that the differences between the two bodies of work are primarily
superficial. The dark side of Carroll's stories cannot be denied. Heath has called
Wonderland an account of "a mind driven almost to the verge of unhingement by its
encounter with the dark forces and mysterious taboos oflanguage and thought" (7).
Dodgson himself once responded to a child who had asked what Wonderland was about;
Dodgson wrote that he had forgotten what the story was about, but he thought it was
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"about malice" (Skinner 303-04). Humphrey Carpenter observes that "The state of
Nothingness or Not Being, which at the very least is death and at its worst is something
more frightening, lies just around every comer in both Wonderland and Through the
Looking-Glass" (60).
The dark undercurrents in Carroll's works are strikingly similar to the surface
currents in Poe's works. Like artists dipping into the same colors and simultaneously
painting the same psychic landscape, they created eerily similar literary canvasses.
In retrospect, finally, did Poe write Nonsense? Certainly not self-consciously,

since the genre was not yet a recognized literary category when he wrote. Certainly we
cannot point to the entire body of his work and label it Nonsense. What we must
acknowledge is that Poe, driven by a need to identify and understand--and perhaps to
exorcise--his own psychic demons, incorporated into his work a variety of themes,
features, and techniques which later writers, such as Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll,
utilized and refined; and which came to be identified as Nonsense characteristics. His
legacy in this regard has been largely ignored. If not a mainstream Nonsense writer, he
was at least the pre-eminent writer of Proto-Nonsense. It is time that we recognize him
not only as "Father of the Modem Detective Story" but also as "Grandfather of Modem
Nonsense."

But what of Alice? We left her, you may recall, as she was about to enter the
green room.

**************************
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The green room was the host's library. The general furniture of the room was
profuse, comfortless, antique, and tattered. A number of stringed instruments lay
scattered about, and several paintings of phantasmagoric appearance were arranged on
easels in odd angles of the room. A bust of Pallas was prominently displayed above the
door. The room was dominated, however, by the numerous bookcases of antique design
which stood between the ranks of dark and heavy draperies covering the walls from ceiling
to floor. These shelves were crowded with quaint and curious volumes of forgotten lore.
The titles could be but faintly ascertained in the dimly lit room, but close scrutiny revealed
such profound works as the treatise of the noble Italian Coelius Secundus Curio "de
Amplitudine, Beati Regni Dei;" Crebillon's "Atree"; Hedelin's "Duelli Lex scripta, et non;
aliterque;" and the Vigiliae Mortuorum secundum Chorum Ecclesiae Maguntinae.
In the center of the room Roderick Usher and C. Auguste Dupin were comparing
notes on rare books. Alice listened to their conversation for a few minutes, and then
asked of no one in particular, "But what is the use of a book without pictures or
conversations?"
"Ah, my dear, you are speaking from the vantage point of untutored youth,"
answered a slightly built man neatly dressed in black. "For where else but in books, sans
pictures and conversations, can one acquire knowledge of all the wide areas of moral,
physical, and mathematical science? And by what other means can one explore the chaotic
world of metaphysical investigation?"
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"I'm not sure I understand exactly what you mean, Sir," Alice responded hesitantly,
"but I know that every time I read 'Jabberwocky', it seems to fill my head with ideas--only
I don't know exactly what they are!"
"Precisely! I, too, have discovered that, poring over forbidden pages, I sometimes
feel a forbidden spirit enkindling within me; and that delicious vista by slow degrees
expands before me, down whose long, gorgeous, and all untrodden path, I may at length
pass onward to the goal of a wisdom too divinely precious not to be forbidden!"
"Modesty prevents me from fully revealing my own role in the writing of
philosophical works," spoke up the devil. "As I was telling Bon-Bon just the other day,
sometimes it requires only the filip of a lambda!"
"Balderdash on your mystical writings!" The interruption came from a mummy
who had been idly turning the leaves of Gliddon's History of Egypt. "Even a book of
history, which purports to be a factual and objective account--"
(--and also the driest thing I know!" whispered a Mouse)
"--will be found, after the lapse of some five or six hundred years, to have been so
completely enveloped, distorted and overwhelmed by annotations and emendations, that
the author would have to go about with a lantern to find his own book!"
Now several guests began speaking all at once. A tall figure dressed in the kingly
fashion of the Arabian Nights insisted, "I believe the tales I am told, only if I have read
something of the kind before, in a book."
"Always speak the truth--think before you speak--and write it down afterwards!"
shouted the Red Queen.
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And the most excited voice of all came from an odd creature wearing a funnel on
its canteen head: "I zay you mos pe pigger vool as de goose, vor to dispelief vat iz print in
de print!"
At these words, all the leaves of all the books in the library left their bindings and
began to fly about; they mounted higher and higher until they went through the ceiling and
covered the sky. They blotted out the radiance of the full, setting, and blood-red moon,
and then came crashing down upon the great house. And the house crumbled beneath the
weight of the leaves of the books. And the ebony clock pealed madly as it fragmented.
And the honest burghers of V ondervotteimittiss gathered, and watched in awe, and
wondered whose dream it was. Was it Alice's dream? Or was it the Red King's dream?
Or was it the Narrator's dream? Or was it Poe's dream? Or was it the reader's dream?
Which do you think it was?
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